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Preface

I have wanted to write this book for some years. Although my monograph Provincial Headz: British Hip Hop and Critical Regionalism arrived first in 2020, some of the ideas and concepts in Provincial Headz resonate greatly with the themes explored here – not least, the stories, touchstones and tropes of hip hop that embodied notions of the future, space travel and science fiction (SF). In a sense, these narratives constructed a thrilling and otherworldly place, a palimpsest of the imaginary, which propelled much of the underlying writing of Provincial Headz. Upon completion of Provincial Headz, I revisited the formative two chapters ‘The Location of Hip Hop’ and ‘The Relocation of Hip Hop’ some months after and concluded that the ideas which connect SF and electro rap were firmly embedded in those words, so I set about laying out a plan of work to explore these links. Furthermore, I began to understand that the positioning of what I had previously considered to be otherworldly may require reflection and potentially some recalibration, if not the latter, then certainly expansion on the idea of otherworldliness in hip hop culture was necessary.

Before I sketched any lines or wrote any words, I lay on my bed and reflected on my engagement with electro rap as a teenager. Much of these reflections were fuelled by memories still fresh in my mind from writing my second book Scratching the Surface: Hip Hop, Remoteness and Everyday Life during the Covid lockdowns. I stepped into my music room and spent several hours pulling out records loaded with memories of electro rap and my first engagement with such sonics. By the end of that day I had generated a pile of over a hundred records – all of which are discussed later in this book – by the likes of Jonzun Crew, Newcleus, Afrika Bambaataa and the Soulsonic Force, Arthur Baker, Knights of the Turntables, Ultramagnetic MCs, Planet Patrol, Man Parrish, G-Force featuring Ronnie Gee and Captain Cee, The Packman, Captain Rock, Newcleus, Kid Frost, The Egyptian Lover, Uncle Jamm’s Army, The Unknown DJ, Twilight 22, Just-Ice, Sir Mix-A-Lot, M.C. Chill, Dr. Jeckyll & Mr. Hyde, T La Rock, M.C. Shan and a stack of compilation albums. I spent the following day with an A3 pad, a bunch of coloured Sharpies and these records, developing the model for the work. This was far from a mechanical process; I was as emotionally engaged with these records as much as when I first heard them some forty years ago, and as they rotated, I relived my imagining of being a part of the narratives they contained.

As I write this preface, I reflect again on the value of the period 1982–7, a period which, for me, is the pinnacle of evolution in hip hop music, a linchpin between disco rap and sampled rap, a hinge between party raps and complex metaphors, an interface between the literal and the extratextual, and a fusion of the terrestrial and the extraterrestrial. Yet this period is not simply a hinge, a linchpin, an interface or a fusion – it is not a period where one becomes another with such abruption those words might suggest, but a fat period activity, process and praxes which provided a significant layer of strata in the ground of hip hop. It is this period, largely addressed in what follows, which aims to fill the lacuna in hip hop scholarship that currently exists within the electro rap era.

For me, the genre of SF through its conventional forms of output – whether in film, comics, books or television – was not something I was fanatic about as a youth. I dabbed in collecting comics, The Amazing Spiderman, Silver Surfer and 2000 A.D. captured my interest in part (and the latter largely due to Rogue Trooper rather than Judge Dredd); however, I am certain that this interest was sparked by record collecting. The Bob Camp artwork for both Newcleus albums (Jam On Revenge and Space Is the Place) and Afrika Bambaataa and Soulsonic Force’s ‘Renegades of Funk’ is exemplary. Additionally, the sleeve of Jonzun Crew’s Lost in Space by Geoffrey Chandler offers an almost spiritual experience through its portrayal of lifeless space, and even later album sleeves such as Jonzun Crew featuring Michael Jonzun’s Down to Earth (1984), Doug E. Fresh and The Get Fresh Crew’s Oh, My God! and Lovebug Starski’s House Rocker (both 1986) offered a glimpse of extraterrestrial worlds through their vast use of sky. It was not until the late 1990s that I discovered the potential visual and textual influences of some of these album sleeves through George Benson’s Space, Pleasure’s Joyous and Sun Ra’s Space Is the Place.

By 1984, I had become engrossed in the reifications of hip hop to such an extent that I was an SF enthusiast by a series of proxemics: although no avid fan of Star Wars I was obsessed with Ronald Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) which offered a new reading of Project Future’s ‘Ray-Gun-Omics’ (1983), Melle Mel’s prophesizing in ‘Beat Street Breakdown’ resonated with fear and clarity through his trope ‘a newspaper burns in the sand’ and M.C. Chill’s ‘The Prophecy Part 1 (In The Beginning)’ offered a rap-centric refocusing and questioning of the opening verses from Genesis 1 which I had been taught at school. That is not to claim that the Bible is a work of SF or otherwise, but M.C. Chill’s song still connected me to ideas of other worlds, yet seemed to be contextualized somehow in my own formal education.

In terms of education, electro rap offered me a multitude of avenues for creative thinking, I learned about real, imagined and hyperreal contexts, and was signposted to and discovered much about a significant proportion of world history that was ignored in my formal western education. Before the conscious hip hop movement (as it is often termed) which grew in the late 1980s through artists such as Public Enemy, Boogie Down Productions, Stetsasonic, X-Clan, Poor Righteous Teachers and the Native Tongues collective, electro rap artists were clearly signposting and embedding a strong sense of consciousness. Also, those familiar conscious artists evidence strands of SF, visionary and sonic futures, and Black futurism with no ambiguity upon exploration. Concurrently, Black music that predates electro rap – Sun Ra, The Last Poets, Funkadelic/Parliament, Herbie Hancock and more – are clear path makers for the narratives of the extraterrestrial, the future world and otherworldliness, but also, they are definitive storytellers of spirituality, of tangible and emotional connections to space and astral planes, and of the acts of being in and repositioning one’s self in the world. Additionally, the late 1970s sounds of disco – in particular Donna Summer’s ‘I Feel Love’ was crucial in the development of electro. Moreover, other music that predates electro rap plays a significant role. The evolution of electronic sound through industry and commercial products, and experimental artists also play a significant role in the evolution of electro rap. The invention of the Oberheim DMX, the LinnDrum and unquestionably the most impactful – the Roland TR-808 – were central to the sounds of electro rap. Experimental and progressive musicians from outside the world of Black music also contribute greatly to electro rap’s existence: Kraftwerk, Yellow Magic Orchestra, Yello, Gary Numan and perhaps much lesser-known artists such as Magnetic System were influential to the electro sound. While the roots of experimental electronic music can be traced back to practitioners such as Leon Theremin, Luigi Russolo, Edgard Varèse, Halim El-Dabh and Daphne Oram, the stems of electro were firmly anchored in the percussive patterns that hip hop music had become accustomed to re-appropriate, interpolate, coauthor and codesign from (largely) rock, funk and jazz breakdowns.

To this end, the period of electro rap generated not only new music but also a new and refreshed set of ideas for hip hop culture at the close of the disco rap era. By drawing inspiration from lived experiences and by proxy through the stories of time and the contemporaneous world at large, electro rap is a palimpsest for sound and narrative, operating emblematically and dialectically to the rapidly shifting worldmaking that accelerated through the 1980s. The electro rap sound remains beguiling yet retains a tangibility of concept. There exists a mystique which – four decades later – presents electro rap as both nostalgic and progressive simultaneously. Ultimately, this may be exactly why I decided to write this book; electro rap still moves me as much as it did when I was a teen. It moves me in different ways, granted, but certainly as much, if not more so. If Electro Rap: Science Fiction, Fantasy and Reality in the Circuitry of Hip Hop fails to determine why, I hope it will at least begin to fill a gap in scholarship which deserves greater visibility. The preface to Provincial Headz was titled ‘I Owe Hip Hop’, but upon writing this book, I feel compelled to become more granular in my claim: I owe electro rap. I also owe a debt to the writers, artists and scholars of Black futurism, many of whom I have cited in this book, from whom I have learnt and continue to learn. Thank you.



Introduction: Locating the narrative

It is the main aim of Electro Rap: Science Fiction, Fantasy and Reality in the Circuitry of Hip Hop to present a sociocultural study of one of the most impactful yet least discussed periods of hip hop – the era of electro rap – and by doing so enlighten the reader to an important part of hip hop’s formative history which has not been previously explored in depth. By navigating a non-linear history of electro rap, the book will make visible recurring narratives, directions and positions of electro rap through its synergies with futurism, Black futurism, cultural context and SF. It is these narratives and their inherent directions and positions that are hugely significant in challenging and commenting on the sociocultural and sociopolitical contexts of the time, which are highly influential throughout the timeline of hip hop from the 1980s to the present day. The second aim is to bring academic currency to electro rap by enveloping contemporary cultural debate, the scholarship of hip hop, futurism and Black futurism, and, where appropriate, drawing on white western philosophical and sociological theories and concepts (such as those ideated by Deleuze and Guattari, Virilio, Latour and DeLanda, among others). Unpacking the songs and record sleeves of electro rap reveals a parallel and occasionally dialectical evolution of hip hop music spawned from transatlantic, transdisciplinary and transcultural engagements and unearths linkages between innovations in music technology, fantasy, reality, folklore, arcade and video gaming, non-white diasporas, and transglobal politics of the time. But what of the idea of transplanetary? I take exemplary well-known and equally obscure records from the electro rap era as points of departure for the discussion in an attempt to unearth the non-Earth.

The course of the book behaves as a thick narrative throughout, weaving the above premises with the following themes (with variable complexities, cultural and historical depth): space and the spatial, place and placelessness, futurism and Black futurism, SF, fantasy and stories, sociocultural commentary and technological value, use and advancement. This introduction will expand upon these themes and introduce the subthemes of cybernetics, transhumanism, VR, arcade and video games, superheroes and supervillains, and a new term – teknology – to frame the electro rap exploration that follows. After this contextualization, the methodology and contextual framing are presented, followed by the chapter outline. Although the subject matter for the analyses is historically located in the period from 1982 to 1987 and within the realm of hip hop culture, it is my third aim that this study is significant to other arts and humanities contexts, and particularly in revealing the non-obvious, hidden and invisible forms of culture whose practices and productions challenge the accepted canon of theoretical positions. My fourth and final aim is to explore the socio-technological experimentation, interpretation and engagement embedded in the production processes of electro rap and attest that its values extend past sonic innovation and its critique of contemporaneous society and into the realms of the cyborg, cybernetics, biometrics, AI, transhumanism and VR. What should also be noted here are the limitations in the research. Hip hop is a culture encompassing many elements, praxes and facets – the main accepted traditional (and physical) elements being graffiti writing, DJing, emceeing and dance – all underpinned by foundational knowledge. While this book addresses the lacuna of electro rap, its prejudice is in favour of the music elements rather than dance or graffiti, although these are touched upon where required. A note for future research is that dance and graffiti related to the electro rap era and the thematics in this book deserve greater analysis and documentation.

The culture of hip hop shifted dramatically soon after the first wave of studio-recorded vinyl releases at the turn of the 1980s. While this is well recorded, these documentations almost exclusively represent a trajectory which traces disco rap (c. 1979), then rapidly slide to the beginnings of sample based hip hop music (c. 1988–9) and finally focus largely on New York City, evading in-depth investigation of the electro rap era. It is curious to note that two key readers that offer both superb overviews and focused analysis on aspects of hip hop culture, That’s The Joint!: A Hip Hop Studies Reader (2004) and The Cambridge Companion to Hip Hop (2015), do not mention electro rap. Other majorly cited works in the field of hip hop studies, Black Noise: Rap Music and Black Culture in Contemporary America (Rose 1994) and Can’t Stop, Won’t Stop: A History of the Hip Hop Generation (Chang 2007), also omit any specifics regarding the subgenre of electro rap. David Toop
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Locating Technology and Teknology



	1.Technology – relates to any technological equipment, device, structure, construct, machine, appliance, hardware, software or instrument that was developed, invented, introduced and/or consumed in the sphere of global, political, military, systemic and everyday life. For example, this could relate to automatic washing machines or microwave ovens as much as Ronald Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI).

	2.Teknology – relates to any of the above that also act as part of the assemblage of hip hop culture, meaning a piece of teknology that is engaged with and/or contributes to the development, evolution or processes of the cultural production of hip hop. For example, this could relate to instances where a microphone has been used to channel a rap or human beat box into a piece of hardware for practice, recording or production purposes. Conversely, it could also relate to the presence of a piece of hardware, software or any object noted above that acts as part of a performance.
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Locating arcade and video games




Locating fantasy and stories




Locating superheroes and villains




Locating sociocultural commentary




Methodology and cultural framing






Chapter outline








	1.the electro rap era was paramount to the innovation of sample-based hip hop and acted as a critical hinge between the disco rap era and the golden era, and

	2.the elevation of alternative and counter narratives in hip hop culture spawned from cultural context, SF and Black futurist themes of the electro rap era made a significant contribution to the landscape of hip hop culture in the present day.
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